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This project examines how people think about and interact with special collections 
through the implementation of a “pop-up” archive outreach event. The event is a 
collaboration between the Southern Folklife Collection (SFC) in Wilson Library at the 
University of Chapel Hill and Chapel Hill Public Libraries. Analyzing the information 
science field's work around power dynamics within archives, community archives, the 
post-custodial model, and public outreach, this “pop-up” archive hopes to disrupt 
normative archival power structures.  Through participants' conversations on personal 
meaning, this project looks to add personal meaning into archival description through 
collaboration.  Additionally, by focusing the “pop-up” around participants’ interests and 
materials they can situate themselves in an archival and/or special collection 
environment. This project hopes to work as an outreach prototype for other institutions to 
use.  Moreover, bringing the archive into a public space can help crystalize cognitive 
barriers the public has between themselves and archival institutions.  
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In archivist Randall Jimerson’s SAA presidential address entitled, “Embracing the 
Power of Archives” he gives three apt analogies of the cultures surrounding archives, the 
temple, the prison, and the restaurant. For Jimerson, these spaces serve as sites of power. 
“The temple reflects the power of authority and veneration. The prison wields the power 
of control. The restaurant holds the power of interpretation, mediation, and collaboration. 
These represent the trinity of archival functions: selection, preservation, and access.”1  
For this project, I am focused on how collaborative archival description and 
understanding how adding personal meaning to an object’s description can make for a 
more inclusive archive.  Through a library outreach event focused on the local music 
scene of Chapel Hill and the surrounding areas, I hope to bring participants into a “pop-
up” archive by asking about the personal meaning they attach to their materials and how 
they orient themselves within archives. 
Wondering and understanding how and why people use archives have been 
plagued by the field for generations. In the late 1980s, the Principal Archivist for External 
Programs with the New York State Archives, Bruce W. Dearstyne wrote about how the 
archival field evaluates how we approach the use of archival materials.  Moreover, I hope 
my project can serve as an example of how community archiving brings people into a 
 
1 Randall C. Jimerson, “Embracing the Power of Archives.” American Archivist 69 
(2006): 19-20. 
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space (i.e. archives) they never were exposed to.  This exposure, and possible 
use, could change the completion of the patron population and create more inclusive 
focused institution. 
During an internship at the Southern Folklife Collection (SFC) in Wilson Library 
at the University of Chapel Hill, I was able to make a connection with the curator, Steve 
Wiess. I described my interest in conducting an archival outreach event/project for my 
eventual master’s paper. Intrigued, he told me about a possible future collaboration 
between SFC and Chapel Hill Libraries for an event with some of the music materials in 
the collection for exhibition.  I was excited about the prospect of working with these two 
institutions to achieve the goals for the project: analyzing the work around the power of 
the notion in archives, community archives, post-custodial, and outreach.  I hope this 
“pop-up” archiving could disrupt negative preconceived notions that the public might 
have about the institutions of archives and realign their abilities to see archives as a 
powerful space for everyone.  Additionally, even allow people who normally do not care 
about archives to become part of archival spaces. By focusing the “pop-up” around 
participants’ interests and materials they can situate themselves in an archival and/or 
special collection environment.  Maybe answer questions like, do they recognize they are 
now in this archival environment or is there power in knowing?  This project hopes to 
work as an outreach prototype for other institutions to use.  Moreover, bringing the 
archive into a public space can help crystalize cognitive barriers the public has between 
themselves and archival institutions.  
In a literal sense, the area of need for this project was created by the SFC's desire 
to create a collaborative event between themselves and Chapel Hill Public Libraries. But 
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in broader sense archives need more exposure towards their community.  On a 
functional level, archival institutions will only continue to exist through use.  They need 
their community to thrive.  Moreover, if their community’s needs changes they too need 
to change as an institution. This project functions to bring more exposure to SFC.  The 
Society of American Archivist (SAA) defines outreach as a “process of identifying and 
providing services to constituencies with needs relevant to the repository's mission, 
especially underserved groups, and tailoring services to meet those needs.”2 Archival 
outreach is not solely defined by events similar to this project but can be workshops, 
exhibits, even publications. Moreover, outreach functions as a vital component to the 
successful use of an archive.3 
Community archives can have an amazing effect on the relationship between the 
public and an archival institution.  These archives are centered around a community and 
usually the members guide them in the appraisal, preservation, and description of their 
materials.  But then looking at Jimerson’s analogy of the “prison” culture within archives, 
it is easy to see why people either have a negative connotation with archives or just 
simply cannot see themselves as being part of that space. Because of this division, we can 
look towards the work of community archives to see how these once spaces of 
marginalization can become symbols of community authority.4 
 
2 “Outreach,” Society of American Archivists 
3 Brian Dietz. “Getting Undergrads into Archives: Educational Outreach Efforts of 
University Archives, Manuscript Departments, and Special Collections.” (master’s paper, 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2005), 44. 
4 Michelle Caswell, Joyce Gabiola, Jimmy Zavala, Gracen Brilmyer, and Marika Cifor. 
“Imagining Transformative Spaces: The Personal–Political Sites of Community 





My project resides at the intersection of the archival areas of post-custodialism, 
power in archives, community archives, and archival outreach, so I look at work within 
the library science field that discusses these topics. 
About a month into my Library Science Studies, I went to a symposium at the 
Rare Book School at the University of Virginia on the intersection of Archives, Memory, 
and Identity.  Though all the presentations contained interesting and thought-provoking 
information on the field of archives, one truly astonished me.  The executive director, 
Samip Mallick, of the South Asian American Digital Archive (SAADA), gave a talk 
called “The Missing Stories: How Stories Become Lost and How They Can Be 
Recovered,” in which he talked about how his organization allows for a more 
democratized engagement with its audience by functioning as a post-custodial and fully 
digital archive.5 6 I understood the concept of a fully digital archive instantly—an 
institution existing completely online and containing only digitized material.  But the 
notion of post-custodialism was a little bit of a revelation for me.  Mallick defined post-
custodial as an archive as not focusing on the maintenance of its information and 
 
5 Samip Mallick, “The Missing Stories: How Stories Become Lost and How They Can Be 
Recovered” (presented at the Archives, Memory, and Identity Symposium at the Rare 
Book School, Charlottesville, VA, September 7, 2018) 
6 South Asian American Digital Archive, “Mission, Vision, and Values,” 
https://www.saada.org/mission (accessed September 29, 2018) 
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materials but instead focusing on managing and curation.7  Coming from a 
background in special collections, I almost had the thought, “archives can do that?”  The 
very notion of post-custodial seemed so foreign to me, but my newfound interest in this 
archival theory led me down a rabbit hole.  And this journey did not disappoint. It leads 
me to the intersection of technology and archival theory.  In looking at the post-custodial 
model, I was able to see an evolution within the field of archives.  When intuitions 
became more available to their community through community engagement, 
collaboration, and outreach both groups are enriched.  Moreover, in regards to post-
custodial approaches, no archive is the same and what works for one institution does not 
mean it will work for another.  Like in almost all cases, it depends. 
 In my initial quest to find information about post-custodial archival theory, I was 
surprised to find that its discussion has been going on for close to four decades, before 
the modern digital age we find ourselves in.  In F. Gerald Ham’s article, “Archival 
Strategies for the Post-Custodial Era,” he saw the incoming explosion of information and 
the need for archives to change how they maintain and manage records.8 9  Ham begins 
his essay with the renowned archivist, T. R. Schellenberg's observation at the 1958 
Society of American Archivists meeting.  He stated, “that the future work of an archivist 
 
7 Additionally, the Society of American Archivists defines post-custodial in the context 
of archives as “the idea that archivists will no longer physically acquire and maintain 
records, but that they will provide management oversight for records that will remain in 
the custody of the record creators”  Society of American Archivists, “post-custodial 
theory of archives,” https://www2.archivists.org/glossary/terms/p/postcustodial-theory-
of-archives (accessed September 29, 2018) 
8 Peter F. Drucker, “Managing the Information Explosion” Wall Street Journal, April 10, 
1980 
9 F. Gerald Ham, “Archival Strategies for the Post-Custodial Era.” The American 
Archivist 44 (Summer 1981): 216. 
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would be determined by the materials he must deal with.”10  Adding to 
Schellenberg’s statement, Ham interjects that archivist’s work will also be affected by 
how society “records, uses, stores, and disposes of information.”11  For Ham, the post-
custodial era in archives runs concurrently with the field’s new challenge of the explosion 
of information.12 
In his post-custodial vision, institutional cooperation plays a major part in 
decentralizing information centers, which in turn helps cope with the awesome amount of 
data created in our society.  Moreover, Ham’s remarks on the post-custodial approach 
deal less with the act of not acquiring and “keeping” information, but shifting an archivist 
focus away from the “introspective proclivity” for their holdings to a praxis empathic and 
covets institutional collaboration.13  Of course, Ham was not an innovator when it comes 
to archival outreach or having a collection’s lens outwardly focused.  The Southern Oral 
History Program (SOHP) at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill has been 
focused on featuring southern voices from all walks of life since 1971- a little less than 
ten years before Ham’s article.  SOHP is housed at UNC-Chapel Hill’s Southern 
Historical Collection but is completely accessible through their online site.14  In a similar 
fashion to SAADA, SOHP actively engages with its southern community by not only 
 
10 T. R. Schellenberg, "The Future of the Archival Profession," American Archivist 22 
(January 1959): 53. 
11 Ham, “Archival Strategies,” 207.  
12 I would like to also give pause on how true Ham’s words turned out to be.  His vision 
of the enormity of information both then and now borders on clairvoyance.  Ham was not 
singular in his understanding of the information explosion, but I do love how the strategy 
for tackling this challenge was to shift the scope and vision of an archivist’s acquisition 
work to a post-custodial landscape. 
13 Ham, “Archival Strategies,” 207. 
14 “About SOHP,” Southern Oral History Program at UNC’s Center for the Study of the 
American South. https://sohp.org/about-sohp/ (access November 4, 2018) 
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promoting the research coming from its archive but seeking their voices to be 
part of the narrative.  The external aspect of SOHP’s mission does lend itself to be 
compared to a post-custodial paradigm.  As someone who took a few oral histories for the 
SOHP, I know there was some reciprocity.  After a session, we always gave the 
participants a personal copy of the interview and sent a letter of gratitude.  But make no 
mistake, SOHP owns these oral histories, which would not be considered a post-custodial 
approach.   
In a similar fashion to SOHP, in Ham’s post-custodial world, archives very much 
still act as literal custodians of information, but with their focus being external.  In other 
words, this new paradigm involves institutions moving from a focus of acquiring and 
maintaining records and information and instead of having the archive grow through the 
process of cooperation.  For Ham, the field must strengthen inter-institutional bonds to 
become more efficient, improve access, and to develop a better understanding of the 
evolution of technology and information.  Even with Ham’s foresight of the explosion of 
information, he might not have been able to envision the internet and the reality of 
archives existing completely digitally.  I wonder how his ideas on post-custodialism 
would change after observing an organization like SAADA.  Decades after Ham’s article 
on the post-custodial era was published, archives are now existing within the digital age 
and can function without having to be the literal custodians of their records, information, 
or materials.  From just Mallick’s presentation and their site, SAADA does function like 
any other archive.  For the past ten years, they have collected the narratives of 
immigrants from South Asia and made them accessible to the public through their online 
presence and outreach.  Mallick states that SAADA, as an organization, functions as a 
  9 
fully digital and post-custodial archive.  He defines post-custodial as meaning 
“that [they] are not seeking physical custody over any of the materials, but instead work 
closely with community members and community organization and other archive 
institutions through repositories and use the power of the digital medium to provide 
access to and digitally preserve the materials, allowing the original materials to remain 
with whoever has them.”15  Through a digital landscape, SAADA fulfills the ideals of a 
post-custodial archive presented by Ham.  They work with other archival institutions for 
digital preservation and as a source of their repository.  Additionally, they collaborate 
with community members and organizations to provide context and curation for their 
materials. 
 Ham points out that public collaboration and outreach allows for a more dynamic 
archive.16  Through this approach, institutions can better serve its community 
stakeholders and enrich their holdings.  Looking at SAADA and their artist in the archive 
project we can observe how public engagement can enhance their materials.  Entitled, 
“Where We Belong: Artists in the Archive” SAADA partnered with South Asian artists 
to create original work based on the narratives of the individual represented in the article.  
One artist edited together home videos from late 1950s with the contemporary news 
footage of the murder of Srinivas Kuchibhotla, who has told to “get out of my country,” 
before being fatally shot.  The stark juxtaposition forces the viewer to understand how for 
decades South Asian immigrants have woven themselves into the fabric of American life, 
but are still forced to be considered outsiders.  Many of the site visitors will be able to see 
 
15 Mallick, “The Missing Stories.” 
16 Ham, “Archival Strategies,” 212. 
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themselves represented in the archives, which makes for an empowering 
archive.  This reflective aspect does not have to only take place in a fully digital archive.  
Many archives and special collections use community outreach as a form of promotion 
and creation for their collections.  For instance, in 2016 North Carolina State University’s 
Special Collection Research Center (SCRC) began collecting short oral histories from its 
university community.17  The creation of these NCSU oral histories enriched both the 
community and the special collection.  The SCRC by no means is a post-custodial 
institution, but it does benefit from an external focus presented by Ham.  This is to say 
that for an institution to have fulfilling community engagement do not have to strictly 
follow the post-custodial paradigm, but can find possible benefits from borrowing some 
of the aspects of that approach. Individuals and communities will want to engage more 
and more with a collecting institution if they can see themselves represented- either 
figuratively or literally. 
The post-custodial model also enrichens how archives document the lived 
experiences of minority groups.  In his article “Ensuring the Legacy of Self-Taught and 
Local Artists: A Collaborative Framework for Preserving Artists’ Archives,” doctoral 
student Colin Post eloquently speaks on the importance of archiving underrepresented 
voices in the field of archives.  In this call to action, the use of a post-custodial approach 
warrants participation from marginalized peoples for the collecting, documenting, and 
processing their materials in an archive, thus shifting the field into a pluralistic 
 
17 “Wolf Tales: Capturing Voices of the Pack,” North Carolina State University Libraries. 
https://www.lib.ncsu.edu/scrc/wolf-tales (accessed October 24, 2018).  
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paradigm.18  By directly involving individuals or communities’ archives can 
better understand, curate, and represent cultural heritage collections.  Moreover, 
involving the creators in the preservation and curation of their materials allows for 
transfer skills, which does not only impact the individual creator but their community at 
large. The digital age we live in allows for more and more marginalized voices and 
communities to document their experience.  This shift towards digital archiving forces 
archivists to reassess preconceived notions of authority and hierarchy within the field.19  
In other words, creators are the experts on their materials and need to be part of the 
archival process. 
 While the University of Texas Libraries were working on their Human Rights 
Documentation Initiative (HRDI), they too realized the need to apply a post-custodial 
model believing “record creators are experts on their own records.”20  Initially, they 
envisioned the project having a more traditional acquisition model- UT Libraries wanted 
participants and organizations to send their materials to them for digital preservation.  
Then they would keep the digital copy and send back the original material.  From the 
onset, they knew there was a problem.  Participants did not want to send their materials 
over a long distance for a multitude of reasons.  First, the materials they wanted to send 
served an immediate advocacy and education function for their communities.  
Additionally, there was a potential risk of transporting materials back and forth across 
 
18 Colin Post, “Ensuring the Legacy of Self-Taught and Local Artists: A Collaborative 
Framework for Preserving Artists’ Archives,” Art Documentation: Journal of the Art 
Libraries Society of North America 36 (Spring 2017): 84. 
19 Sofia Becerra-Licha, “Participatory and Post-Custodial Archives as Community 
Practice,” EDUCAUSE review (November/December 2017): 90. 
20 Kent Norsworthy and T-Kay Sangwand, “From Custody to Collaboration: The Post- 
Custodial Archival Model at the University of Texas Libraries” (2013):  4. 
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long distances.  And lastly, many of the participants were from countries with 
historically problematic human rights relations with the US (mainly Guatemala, El 
Salvador, and Rwanda).   One could understand their reluctance to send important 
materials to a large US institution.21  Shifting their practice, UT Libraries created a post-
custodial model that would work for both parties.  The result was partnering with 
individuals and organizations to conduct the digitization and description, then using 
enrichment funds the libraries purchased the digitized material.  Though “purchase” the 
materials might be a misnomer in this case with the money essentially compensating the 
individuals doing the processing work.22  Additionally, UT Libraries determined to have 
non-exclusive rights to the materials- meaning they did not claim ownership.23  Within a 
post-custodial model, an archive is considered a participant and therefore has no claim of 
ownership or authority over the materials.24  Moreover, the digital preserved materials at 
UT Libraries functioned as another access point for individuals and communities 
vulnerable information and at-risk materials.25  Now preserved, if anything were to 
happen to the source material there would be a digital backup for creators have in 
perpetuity.  The HRDI is a prime example of how an active academic library can shift 
 
21 Norsworthy and Sangwand, “From Custody to Collaboration,” 3-4. 
22 Norsworthy and Sangwand, “From Custody to Collaboration,” 4. 
23 Christian Kelleher. “Archives Without Archives: (Re)Locating and (Re)Defining the 
Archive Through Post-Custodial Praxis,” in “Critical Archival Studies,” eds. Michelle 
Caswell, Ricardo Punzalan, and T-Kay Sangwand. Special issue, Journal of Critical 
Library and Information Studies 1, no.2 (2017): 10. 
24 Kelleher. “Archives Without Archives,” 22-23. 
25 Theresa E. Polk, “Archiving Human Rights Documentation: The Promise of the Post-
Custodial Approach in Latin America,” Portal: Web Magazine for LLILAS Benson Latin 
American Studies and Collection, August 5, 2016.  
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from an acquisition to a post-custodial model to meet the need for an initiative 
and to make sure all parties involved equally benefit. 
 Cultural heritage initiatives are not the only subsets of archives to be affected by 
the introduction to a post-custodial model.  Some archivists and record managers in the 
field of electronic-record keeping have brought a post-custodial vision into their work.  In 
Don Boadle’s article, “Reinventing the Archive in a Virtual Environment: Australians 
and the Non-Custodial Management of Electronic Records,” he discusses how in the 
early 1990s Australian archivists and record managers within the corporate sphere 
advocated for a “distributed” electronic record management system within a digital 
environment.26  Within this shift, record creating agencies would manage their electronic 
records instead of moving them into an archival institution for custodial preservation and 
management purposes.  This shift effectively removed the duty of up-keep from 
archivists.  Working collaboratively with records managers and information technology 
professionals, archivists would, “analyze information management requirements, design 
appropriate systems, and estimate and oversee the management of risks involved with 
record keeping.”  Now with the moniker of recordkeeper, these individuals were tasked 
with developing and monitoring recordkeeping standards for institutions to follow.27  In 
regards to electronic recordkeeping, there seems to be a glaring problem with this shift 
and it was not lost on many archivists- authenticity.  Many critics of using the post-
custodial model called out the lack of oversight for the authenticating the records.28  The 
 
26 Don Boadle, “Reinventing the Archive in a Virtual Environment: Australians and the 
Non-Custodial Management of Electronic Records” Australian Academic & Research 
Libraries 35 (2004): 242. 
27 Boadle, “Reinventing the Archive in a Virtual Environment,” 243. 
28 Boadle, “Reinventing the Archive in a Virtual Environment,” 247. 
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critics of the “distribution of custody” model eventually won out and in 2000 
with the National Archives of Australia's corporate stance was to abandon this model.29  
This example of a post-custodial model being used in the Australian corporate sphere 
does show that it does not work holistically in every archival context. 
In the case of SAADA, their use of the fully digital post-custodial archive does 
not hinder visitors and researchers’ ability to use the materials presented.  Its website 
contains all the functionality that one would hope to find while searching through an 
online interface for an archive.  At the searching starting point, they have both a keyword 
searching and browsing function.  Someone using the site would be able to browse their 
collection by source, creator, time, state, language, theme, and type.  The latter two 
choices are amazing to use.  Through 32 curated themes, visitors can see the large scope 
of information and narratives presented in the archive, with themes ranging from early 
immigration, gender and sexuality, to reflections on America.  I consider the curated 
theme browsing function as helpful for anyone wanting to dip their toe in the waters of 
the South Asian immigrant experience.  Additionally, they can view so much of said 
experience.  SAADA contains various types of digital media that any archive would hope 
to have for public consumption and engagement.  The repository contains some of the 
usual suspects in regards to documents- correspondence, maps, newspaper clippings, oral 
histories, and photographs.  But in addition to these, they also have audio, moving 
images, websites, and even podcasts.  The archive's holdings truly embrace the digital 
age and use technology to engage with its audience.  SAADA has numerous ongoing 
projects that also function to engage with their audience.  The First Day Project is a 
 
29 Boadle, “Reinventing the Archive in a Virtual Environment,” 249. 
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collection of over 400 mini oral histories of immigrants’ first day in America.  
The dates range from 1939 to 2017.  Even the interface is dynamic.  In addition to 
keyword searching, visitors can discover oral histories through a timeline, map, or 
photographs interface.  The First Days Project is a major initiative for SAADA to use 
technology to encourage community members to share their mini-histories.30  Moreover, 
a project like this can fill in the historical gap, by adding emotion and affect into the 
narrative.31  Representation is key for SAADA.  Not only for South Asian Americans to 
see themselves in an archive, but also for non-South Asian visitors to see their story as an 
integral part of American history.  This presentation of these immigration stories provides 
two takeaways, immigrant narratives are central to the United States’ identity and the 
South Asian American population is not a monolith.  There is a large swath of diversity 
presented in the archive.  Being a post-custodial and fully digital archive allows SAADA 
to have a dynamic nature that intrigues the visitor to stay and work with the material. 
Many organizations look towards advancements in technology to engage and help 
researchers.32  In 2008, the National Archives launched its Digital Vaults Experience 
initiative, which hoped to engage its visitors by allowing for the creation of personalized 
 
30 Michelle Caswell and Samip Mallick, “Collecting the easily missed stories: digital 
participatory microhistory and the South Asian American Digital Archive,” Archives and 
Manuscripts 42 (2014): 77. 
31 Caswell and Mallick, “Collecting the easily missed stories,” 83. 
32 Additionally, my project needed very little in terms of technology.  Fortunately, I had a 
digital camera that allowed for video and a smartphone for audio recording as a back-up.  
But if I didn’t own these technologies the institutions I’m connected to (i.e. my work, 
school, and Chapel Hill public library) all have technology lending programs.  If I were 
to continue on this project by creating an online exhibit, similar to the Digital Vaults 
Experience initiative, I would need to seek assistance and/or gain training into web 
development.   
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information exhibitions.33  The National Archives choose about 1,200 digitized 
documents (pictures, drawings, maps, etc.) to use for this program and through the use of 
a relational database software linked to all the documents.  The outcome allowed visitors 
to curate a “personal exhibit.”  Instead of relying on the documents to be organized by 
their original fonds or distinct physical categories, their relationships were informed by 
topic mapping software.34  This dynamic relationship model functions more easily in a 
digital interface.  But as we have seen, a post-custodial lens can help improve how 
archivists envision and process material.  Using this lens, some archivists stop worrying 
about the physical curatorship of an object and instead focus on the interrelationships 
created amongst objects and structures.35  And for some applications, like the Digital 
Vaults Experience, part of an object’s importance and relationality, cannot be fully 
realized without the user actively engaging with it.  In regards to post-custodial archives 
initiatives, the user stakeholder plays a massive role in the material’s curation. 
The possible ease in searchability and access that comes with a post-custodial 
archive is not the only benefit.  Digital archives using a post-custodial and high 
participatory approach allows for highly agile documentation of current events.  A digital 
presence working in tandem with the post-custodial approach allows archives to easily 
reach out to or find on the ground voices to help continually update major events.  Some 
examples of initiatives like this are, “Boston Marathon bombing (Our Marathon), the 
 
33 Maria José Vicentini Jorente, “Archives information publishing new design in post-
custodial regime: The National Archives Experience Digital Vaults,” Information 
Services & Use 31 (2011): 150. 
34 Jorente, “Archives information,” 151.  
35 Terry Cook, “The Concept of the Archival Fonds in the Post-Custodial Era: Theory, 
Problems and Solutions,” Archivaria 35 (Spring 1993): 31. 
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nationwide Women’s Marches in January 2017 (Women’s March on 
Washington Archives Project, Art of the March, UW Libraries Special Collections, 
Women’s March on Washington Archives Project), [and] various efforts to document the 
Black Lives Matter movement (#BlackLivesMatter Web Archive)”36  By using the post-
custodial approach a digital archive can be able to present the current reality of a 
situation.  
Through Ham’s work, the archival field was thrust into a post-custodial era.  The 
full potential of this paradigm was not fully realized until the digital age.  But like most 
theories, it does not work perfectly for every archive or electronic records management 
system.  The important takeaway from the intersection of digital archives and a post-
custodial approach is the relative democratization of information.  Almost anyone or 
community, most importantly marginalized, can create and curate materials on their lived 
experience.  And though this digital impulse there is an explosion of information and 
records, which also allows for more representation in archives.  When archives use 
aspects of the post-custodial approach, they can better preserve and curate their materials 
because the creators are now active participants in these processes.  I use the word 
“aspect” because this research journey into the use of post-custodial models and 
approaches lead me to the conclusion that its use does not have to be all or nothing.  Even 
archives that are not very digitally savvy can benefit from using a post-custodial lens.  
Additionally, the user-focused nature of the post-custodial approach allows for a larger 
access point and therefore more users.  No archive wants to collect dust from non-use.  
 
36 Becerra-Licha, “Participatory and Post-Custodial Archives,” 91. 
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Most enlightened archives agree that the more users the better.  A fully digital 
and post-custodial archive cannot carry dust. 
The work of scholar Michelle Caswell weaves in and out of the discussion of 
power in archives, community archives, and archival outreach.  And there is no better 
place to start with discussing power in archives than Michelle Creswell peerless work, 
“Teaching to Dismantle White Supremacy in Archives.”  The general narrative of the 
piece stems from the recounting of her class the day after the 2016 US presidential 
election.  Throughout her narrative, Caswell forces her students to work through how the 
structures of white supremacy and privilege are inherent in the field of archives.37  
Through collaboration between herself and the class, they create posters that discuss the 
structure of white supremacy in the various facets of archives- description, appraisal, 
access/use, professional life, and education.  Here I appreciate how Caswell, and her 
students, reckon with appraisal specifically, not because this is the prompt for this 
assignment, but because it quite eloquently pushes threads of the archival power 
structures that are present throughout her work.  One example of appraisal white privilege 
is “I can assume archives will be committed to the preservation of materials from my 
community.”  From this statement, the poster displays action items that an archivist can 
do like, “demonstrate a commitment to those communities through relationship building 
and power-sharing overtime” or “learn and honor culturally specific protocols for what 
should be preserved or destroyed.”38 
 
37 Michelle Caswell, “Teaching to Dismantle White Supremacy in Archives,” Library 
Quarterly: Information, Community, Policy 87, no. 3 (2017): 225. 
38 Michelle Caswell, “Teaching to Dismantle White Supremacy in Archives,” 226. 
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In addition to tackling white supremacist structures within archives.  
Caswell and her colleagues work with community archives to gain new insight into the 
archival field at large, specifically two articles that look at community archives initiatives 
within the Southern California Library system.  In “‘A process where we’re all at the 
table’: community archives challenging dominant modes of archival practice,” Caswell 
and her team focus on the interactions between the library institution and the community 
archive, specifically how the Southern California Library system, “encouraged the 
participation of users in appraisal and description practices, and described the 
community, not the archive, as the owner of the material they possess.”39  For some 
institutions, this relinquishing of power, vis-à-vis ownership, might be viewed as being 
detrimental to their ability to adequately process and appraise materials, but there are 
some incredible benefits with this practice.  An obvious one is being better suited to 
understand the value and describe the material.  By having creators actively engage with 
appraisal, archivists will have a better sense of the informational value and how to more 
adequately describe the material.  This collaboration could happen in multiple ways.  The 
simplest way could be having the creators work side by side with the archivist.  Another 
way can through a pre-accession meeting or agreement in which the creator can go ahead 
and give pertinent information about the collection.  Moreover, another benefit of this 
collaboration is that it ensures the usually marginalized voices are brought to the surface 
within a collection.  Now, these benefits are clearest in regards to community archives, 
but in general, these practices can make sure that the archivists’ assumptions that could, 
 
39 Zavala, Jimmy; Alda Allina Migoni, Marika Cifor, Noah Geraci, and Michelle 
Caswell.““A Process Where We're All at the Table”: Community Archives Challenging 
Dominant Modes of Archival Practice.” Archives and Manuscripts 2017: 202. 
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intentionally or not, silence marginalized voices do not happen.  Additionally, 
organization should think about how to compensate their collaborators in order to avoid 
exploration of their knowledge and labor.  Some examples can include monetary 
compensation or providing experience and instruction for skills within archival processes.  
This relatively simple change in the archival processing and appraisal processes can have 
monumental effects in regards to limiting silences within archives. 
Another interesting aspect of archives that are brought up through Caswell and 
her group’s study is the notion of post-custodial methods within the archive.  In their 
study, over half of the interviewees use some form of a post-custodial practice.  Though 
none of them used the term itself, many of the approaches were used because they were 
found to have been in sync with the community organization’s values and goals.  This 
reframing in regards to ownership has some implications for an appraisal.  From one 
vantage point, appraisal practices are widened in scope to contain more voices in the 
valuing process.  Multiple voices mean a more accessible appraisal process and policy. 
Appraisal means value.  And there is a lot of power inherent in this given value.  
In the article, “‘To Be Able to Imagine Otherwise’: community archives and the 
importance of representation” again working with the Southern California Library, 
Caswell and her colleagues discuss the power of representation within community 
archives.  The team remarks that community archives have become a site for 
marginalized groups to house their materials because of the active rejection of their 
materials from other institutional archives.  Although they remark that community 
archives can find a home within academic archives as long as the institution recognizes 
their modes of functioning, such as “retain[ing] close ties to the target community and 
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enabl[ing] community members to exercise some degree of autonomy over the 
collection, either by determining collection development priorities, making appraisal 
decisions, describing the materials and/or creating outreach programs”40  This all to say 
that institutional and community archives can find a balance and work together.  When 
this happens, the effect allows for a self-reflective nature for a community.  Additionally, 
community archives can change how the group views themselves.  In one of the 
interviews in the article, a participant witnessed how materials in the collection discussed 
“the intersections of queer and undocumented identities.”  Identities she self identifies 
with.  This act bonded her with the materials as she could see herself in her community’s 
history.  Participant-based appraisal and collection policies can change the dominant idea 
of value within the archival field.  For some communities, the placement of their material 
in archives not only provides a meaning of importance but even “empirical proof of the 
community’s existence.”  This is to say that for some community members, who have 
their group’s materials in an institutional archive not only find empowerment in having 
their holdings in an archive but also an active sense of wholeness from the proof of their 
community’s existence.  Caswell’s case studies show that having an inclusive collection 
or appraisal policy can not only make for a better collection but also bring a sense of 
meaning to the community.  Moreover, since the appraisal is inherently about value and 
worth, by focusing on collecting marginalized voices and communities’ materials can 
bring value to the archive and said community. 
 
40 Caswell, Michelle, Alda Allina Migoini, Noah Geraci, and Marika Cifor. “‘To Be Able 
to Imagine Otherwise’: community archives and the importance of representation.” 
Archives and Records 38, no.1 (2017): 11.  
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Michelle Caswell’s work with community archives extends beyond her case 
study work as an academic to the field of information science and archives, but also her 
as a practitioner through work as the co-founder of SAADA- South Asian American 
Digital Archive.  In the case of this organization, they are completely focused on the 
presentation and management of its community’s archival materials and not on 
ownership and copyright.  In her chapter “Inventing New Archival Imaginaries: 
Theoretical Foundations for Identity-Based Community Archives,” Caswell speaks to 
three theoretical principles that buttress SAADA’s foundation- “strategic essentialism, 
memoryscape, and archival imaginaries.”41  First theorized by postcolonial scholar 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, strategic essentialism means the employment of essential 
characterization by a marginalized group to gain political power.  Additionally, the notion 
of memoryscape describes "a complex landscape upon which memories and memory 
practices move, come into contact, are contested by, and contest other forms of 
remembrance."  In a similar fashion of strategic essentialism, this concept helps bring 
cohesion to the group through public memory.  In looking at the third concept used by 
Caswell in this chapter, imaginaries, we can see how archives hold an especially 
impactful relationship with archives.  She states, “How we as members of local and 
global communities remember the past is wholly bound up with how we imagine what is 
possible in the future. In this light, archivists are not just memory activists, but 
visionaries whose work reconceives imagined worlds through space and time.”  Working 
 
41 Caswell, Michelle. “Inventing New Archival Imaginaries: Theoretical Foundations for 
Identity-Based Community Archives” in Identity Palimpsests: Archiving Ethnicity in the 
U.S. and Canada, edited by Dominique Daniel and Amalia S. Levi. California: Litwin 
Books, 2013: 35. 
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in tandem with all these concepts function to explore the intersection of 
community archives, empowerment, and value. 
Another way for archives and special collections to be used is through outreach.  
Of the number of case studies on archival outreach, they all come to the same conclusion, 
outreach is vital to the success and notoriety of an archive or special collections.42  
Moreover, special collections and outreach, specifically within large academic libraries, 
can look across departments to create and implement meaningful and unique modes of 
outreach.  At the University of Idaho Library, the special collections and makerspaces 
collaborated to create programming to engage and enrich their student community.  
Together the departments collaborated to “3D scan and print a historically significant 
university artifact” to reach and expose a new audience to the possibilities of working 
with the departments.43  Working in tandem with the tenets of post-custodialism and 
community archives with an outreach event can create a powerful experience for people 





42 Brian Dietz. “Getting Undergrads into Archives: Educational Outreach Efforts of 
University Archives, Manuscript Departments, and Special Collections.”. 
43 Erin Passehl-Stoddart; Velte, Ashlyn; Henrich, Kristin J.; and Gaines, Annie M. MLIS 
"History in the Making: Outreach and Collaboration between Special Collections and 




Methodology: “Pop-Up” Archive 
As mentioned in the introduction, this project was conceived through a 
partnership between the SFC and Chapel Hill Public Library.  Through numerous emails 
and one meeting between the two institutions the event was entitled “Triangle Sounds.”  
Envisioned as a community archive and outreach event, “Triangle Sounds” asked the 
local Chapel Hill community to bring in band posters, beloved local music recordings, 
photographs, setlists, ticket stubs, or any other local music paraphernalia.  Individuals 
from SFC gave presentations on personal archiving and preservation, as well as materials 
from the collection for people to look through.  The library folks brought their digitizing 
equipment to help participants digitize materials for preservation purposes.  But most 
importantly we wanted to talk to the people, hear their stories.  That is where I come in.  
This project was an integral part of this event as I documented stories and the discussion 
of why these materials were important to their owners.  The materials there brought in 
were, of course, still owned by the participants, even if the materials were going to be 
showcased at a later date.  The stories and respecting ownership, bring the ethos of 
community archiving and post-custodialism into the event and this project. 
 This event also coincided with Chapel Hill Public Library’s project, “Tracks 
Music Library.”  This project means to “deliver commercial-free, curated music from 
Chapel Hill, North Carolina area artists through a user-friendly digital music platform. 
They aim to help new audiences discover new music from local artists and for local 
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musicians to reach new listeners.”44  The curators and librarians working on 
this project are in the process of creating a podcast on the history of the local music 
scene.  The “Triangle Sound” event was meant to be one of many events that attracted 
participants that might want to tell their stories of the podcasts.  Though my work does 
not focus specifically on history, instead the importance collected objects have for their 
owners.  So out of scope for the podcast. 
 The event took place on March 1, 2020, at the Chapel Hill Public Library in the 
early afternoon.  The library had given us a large event space and for my interviews a 
much smaller adjacent conference room.  The SFC staff brought in an incredible array of 
local music materials.  They brought records, concert t-shirts, posters, set-lists, band 
memorabilia.  The library staff brought in equipment to help participants and demonstrate 
digitally preserving the materials they brought in, like records, tapes, photographs, and 
even videos.  As the event started people started to slowly drip in and slowly peruse at the 
SFC materials on display.  After an hour passed and a member of the SFC team gave a 
comprehensive presentation on some audiovisual preservation tips and techniques for 
personal collection.  Additionally, one person came in to put their Old-Time music 
materials on display and to share with the library and they agreed to speak to me about 
their material.  I had my first participant.  After that conversation, and just before 
“Triangle Sounds” ended I walked back into the main event space, another person 
brought in their collection of local concert posters, setlists, and ticket stubs.  After 
agreeing to speak with me I found my second participant.  Through our conversations 
 
44 “About.” Tracks Music Library. https://tracksmusiclibrary.org/about (accessed January 
29, 2020) 
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with these individuals, I was finally able to talk to persons about how they see 
their materials; the importance of these personal collections; and how they view archives. 
 For this section, I am going to present an edited block quote from the participants’ 
answers, preceded by the question asked.  I edited the quotes to make their statements 
clearer.  All the words are theirs, anything I added are in brackets.  Of course, all 
identifying characteristics have been removed.  Throughout our conversations the 
participants were able to discuss their materials within the themes of community, 
archives, and personal meaning. 
Interview- 1 
Item: Vinyl Record of Old Time Music Records 
Question: Tell me about the importance of this record. 
Response: 
“This is important to me by way of memory or way of organization.  When I look at this, 
it brings back…12 years of memory… these [recordings] are not easily available, I’m 
enough of a collector that not easily available is meaningful… It’s also meaningful 
[because] I can hear what I sounded like.  I don’t really have a lot of recordings of me… I 
should add I don’t really like the music…It is not something I’m going to listen to more 
than once or twice.  Owning it and having it exist is marvelous.  Listening to it once was 
semi-disappointing because it is also truthful… It gives me a sense of belonging…A lot 
of the old-time music has to do with creating community.  While we all want to play as 
high of a level as we can, the whole thing is designed for intermediate and beginner new 
players to contribute quickly… We get together constantly and regularly… we share 
tunes [and] we share experiences… I feel the sense of inclusion…I feel that I’m part of a 
chain and a tradition that this record sheds a spotlight on.” 
 
Though I am not surprised by them invoking the idea of memory as being the 
kernel of this record’s importance, I am struck by how memory imbues itself to other 
aspects of this object’s importance.  For example, how this record triggers the memory of 
togetherness and it, therefore, affects not only creating a sense of community but also, in 
their words, being part of a “chain” and “tradition” that their performing brings with this 
object.   Like this object functions to hold sacred and communal knowledge for 
themselves and their community.  Additionally, I appreciated their anecdote of this record 
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as a means of organizing memory.  Almost to the point of this object helping 
access memories once thought of as lost.  I especially enjoyed how they contextualized 
this object within their life as a collector.  And how their expertise verifies how unique 
and rare tunes on the record.  Giving the object even more importance in the context of 
their collecting.  Moreover, owning this object within the context of the event also speaks 
to how this archival event uses the tenets of post-custodialism in archives.  They are still 
the owner of the object, even when it will be used within the library’s future local music 
display.  Through this conversation, we see how personal collections serve as a postmark 
for the owner’s life, bring back memories of their community, personal performances, 
and even just time.   
Interview- 2 
Item(s): Collection of concert tickets, posters, and setlists 
Question: Tell me about what you brought in? 
Response: 
“I have too much and keep too much… but this is my personal archive of show posters, 
setlists, and ticket stubs cause I like to have a physical marker of my experiences.  Many 
of which I have sadly forgotten or have sketchy memories of… Having something to hold 
on to or look at from those events gives me a degree of certainty that I can place in my 
memory.  I was there! Or at least my ticket stub says so.”   
 
Question: When you heard about this event, you started immediately looking for these 
items, tell me about that? 
Response: 
“I have a lot of boxes, I lived overseas for 13 years and I came back and there were a lot 
of boxes.  And I said… if I haven’t needed this for over a decade do, I need to open this 
up again.  Does this even need to be a burden...There was a lot of stuff in storage… but 
this [was] for me the joyful part of having those memories and those things in a box for 
so long… They were poorly organized, but luckily I was smart enough to lay the posters 
flat or roll them up… Boxes full of things that point to those experiences important to me 
and in some ways magical.” 
 
Question:  When you were collecting these things did you ever think they would be in an 
archive? 
Response: 
“No, I mean I am a bit of a packrat, I think I get it genetically… but I can never be 
minimalist in terms of my aesthetic and it is difficult when it comes to things that are 
  28 
visible and putting things away in particular.  But I like the idea of archives 
because I have a lot of trust in the past and the quality of the experiences that were there.  
There is a lot of availability of information now, but the quality of which is of some 
negligible measure and value.  Whereas the past, and the resources and tools available, 
the things that exist had a degree of value more or persisted or a degree of sustenance 
because of the quality and resonance amongst people.  Some things are harder to find or 
take a little more passion to dig up.  Now I worry those things are getting lost in the 
onslaught of information and accessibility of that information.” 
 
Statement: There aren’t even tickets for shows anymore. 
Response: 
“It’s funny you say that…I started check-in [on Facebook] not to show that I was there 
but I want to have the damn memory myself...And I can’t stand people how take out their 
phone at shows…, but my thing is that I’ll take a picture when the band is finishing… 
just so I have the visual memory…otherwise I don’t have a placeholder” 
 
Question: What is the personal meaning you get from collecting, it seems like memory? 
Response: 
“Predominantly memory, it's just the sense of something bigger like a contribution…  
builds on who you are, you know what I mean, the experience of attending the art 
experience of being in a setting where art is being made and is growing.  Sense of ripple 
impact not just in one’s life, but attending or being part of that.  But that art can have 
positive ways of people’s lives.  Just having a physical memory.  It helps me connect to 
friends.  We went to a lot of shows together.”  
 
 Even though my conversation with the second participant was shorter, we were 
able to cover much more on not just why these objects were important, but also their life 
as a collector.  Maybe not surprisingly similarly to the first participant's conversation, 
memory seems to be a huge reason to collect.  Even at the beginning, when I asked what 
they brought in, the participant went almost immediately to memory.  When discussing 
coming back to the state after living abroad for over a decade, most of the items left in 
boxes were disregarded.  But the materials related to their participation in the local music 
scene, and more to the point, memories related to the scene the objects were considered a 
treasure.  Moreover, hearing about “Triangle Sounds” they were excited and started 
digging and searching through their collection.  They even started texting friends who 
went to the shows documented in the collection and discussed their memories of the 
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events.  During our conversation, the participant pulled out their phone and 
started showing me what their collection looked like at their residence. 
 In terms of archives, though they never thought of their materials ever being in an 
archive, they appreciate the idea of archives.  What I pulled out of their thoughts on 
archives was that they function as a trustworthy institution or space for information.  
Now, I did not want to push back on their notions of archives during our conversation on 
their material.  I would have told them that there are a lot of missing voices within 
archives and can hold misinformation.  But I did understand what they meant when 
talking about the onslaught of information giving to everyone in the internet age, we find 
ourselves in. In their words, there is a lasting quality with the information found in 
archives.  Moreover, I thought it was interesting that they brought up how they preserved 
their collected material, like discussing how they stored their concert posters.  This 
remark speaks to how important these materials are, they researched how best to preserve 
them.  They saw preservation as paramount to the longevity of their collection. 
 Similar to the first participant, materials in their collection helped to postmark 
events in their memories.  They even remarked that the materials that they once collected, 
like ticket stubs, do not exist anymore.  And they had to find other ways of documenting 
their participation in the music scene, by either checking-in on their social media account 
or taking a picture at the event.  They need that place holder even if it is now digital 
instead of a tangle object.  Again, comparable to the first participant the meaningful 
connection to their collection is tied to memory.  But the participant went further than 
memory or creating a sense of community.  They attached these materials to their 
identity.  In a sense, they said who we are consists of what we collect be it physical, like a 
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concert poster, or metaphysical, like a memory.  In fact, within the relationship 


















What did I learn from this project? Honestly, a lot.  When working on a project 
with multiple institutional stakeholders, I had to be adaptable.  For example, when 
collaborating with participants you might not always get to the answers you need.  
Sometimes the amount of people who show up to an event is much smaller than you 
expected.  When working with various stakeholder’s flexibility is paramount for 
everything to work.  I have wanted to work on a project like this since starting my 
Masters of Library Science program.  Initially, I thought about doing an event just by 
myself, but during my field experience at the Southern Folklife Collection and my work 
on the proposal, I thought working with institutions might give my project more 
credence, especially since there was an institutional need.  But that also meant that the 
timeline for “Triangle Sounds,” and therefore my project, was also constrained by others.  
I would have liked to conduct my interviews by late January, but the event was able to 
take shape around that time and be realized in early March.  I could have balked and tried 
to go out on my own, but I wanted to work with these institutions and not back out of my 
word.  Besides, we initially wanted to conduct multiple events, but I didn’t find out until I 
showed up for the event, they had decided to just conduct one.  Honestly, I agreed with 
the decision as COVID-19 was already in North Carolina and unless they received a large 
amount of interest there would be no need to do the event more than once.  And as the 
attendance proved, they were right.  Luckily for me, my needs and interests within the 
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field of archives matched theirs and I needed that for some success for this 
project.  But I did change my approach for my interviews.  Initially, I wanted to give pre 
and post surveys to the participants, but for an open-ended event like the one that took 
place asking for contact information ahead of time probably would not have worked.  
Flexible and a willingness to collaborate allowed for my interview to happen and for the 
project to be a relative success.  
To that point, my first conversation didn’t go as planned.  The first ten minutes of 
the conversation were not useful for the scope of the project.  Eventually, I was able to 
maneuver the conversation to the topic of personal importance.  But by that point, we 
were 20 minutes in and I wanted to speak to at least another person.  Once I was able to 
get them to discuss the personal importance of the object, they brought in.  Another issue 
that came up was the attendance of “Triangle Sound,” that lack of participants truncated 
the scope of the project.  Going into this experience, I had the mindset that if I could 
speak to one person this will be a success.   
What did I learn about archives?  People don’t see themselves using or situated in 
an archive.  Even if they are asked while their materials are wanted by an archive.  
Counter to their own words, participant 2’s personal treasures were also a treasure for 
others. They were told multiple times that their collection of concert posters, set-lists, and 
tickets stubs was exactly what the hosts of the event wanted.  Not being able to see 
oneself in an archive is well documented in the work I discussed earlier in this paper.  
This metaphysical disconnection has been cultivated by the institution of archives for 
generations.  It would probably a lot more than one archival outreach event to change a 
person’s mind. 
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But what rang most true was that people cherish their collections.  They 
collect for a reason.  Is collecting just part of the human condition? What is people’s 
motivation for collecting?  Freud postulate we are trying to regain what we lost during 
childhood.45  While another psychoanalytical perspective would theorize items, we 
collect are extension of ourselves and therefor counteract our existential anxieties by 
living on after we have passed.46  No matter the psychological motivation passionate 
enthusiasm resides in the act of collecting.  While discussing their collections with me, 
the participants lit up when talking about all the facets of their item and collection.  Their 
collections can function to organize memories or help construct an identity.  When 
discussing how community archiving both Colin Post and Michelle Caswell speak about 
how this action empowers the participants and brings more meaning to not only to their 
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